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Music: a source of deep imaginative
satisfaction?
Charles Byrne and Mark Sheridan
This paper gives the first insight into the establishment and development of the Strathclyde
Consortium for Action Research in Learning Approaches and Teaching Techniques in
Inventing (SCARLATTI) Project, and reflects on the changes to the music curriculum in
Scottish secondary schools over the last twenty years. There is evidence to support the view
that Inventing is an area of the curriculum which is causing music teachers some anxiety
(Sheridan, 1992) and this paper examines the teaching and learning of the skills required of
both teachers and pupils for the Inventing element of Standard Grade music (Byrne, 1996).
The authors have launched an action research music project (Bresler, 1995; Adelman &
Kemp, 1992; Treacher, 1989) which it is hoped will refocus the thinking of music teachers in
schools by creating a dynamic network to provide a forum for the discussion of ideas and a
means whereby experiences and materials can be shared, and new approaches and methods
considered and implemented. A feature of the SCARLA TTI project is a World Wide Web
discussion group that will provide a communication link for schools involved in the project as
well as a platform for teachers to air issues, ideas and views.
Curricular overhaul in Scotland
During the 1980s the Music curriculum in Scotland was subject to a major overhaul,
the effects of which are still being measured and evaluated today. This overhaul did
not occur in splendid isolation but was part of the major set of initiatives in all subject
areas in the age range of eleven to sixteen prompted by the Munn (Scottish Education
Department, 1977a) and Dunning (Scottish Education Department, 1977b) reports.
Now, twenty years later, the effects, successes and failures of that overhaul can
begin to be measured and documented. Since the introduction of Standard Grade
Music (Scottish Examination Board, 1988) in 1988 there has been almost a 300 per
cent increase in the number of students opting to study music. This increase has been
staggering: indeed we can now see how necessary the changes were not only in
teaching, learning and pupil access but also in ensuring music's place in the national
curriculum. The small numbers opting to study music in the early eighties raised
questions as to the validity of music in the curriculum at that time. There is now a far
healthier climate in Scottish music education and there has been a significant shift
away from the exclusive, elitist approach to one that is much more inclusive and
egalitarian.
Music for All (Consultative Committee on the Curriculum, 1984), deriving from
Education for All, heralded new directions for everyone associated with school
education. The compelling impulse for change that had been growing steadily since
the late sixties came from within the school system as well as from the government.
Music in Scottish Schools (Scottish Education Department, 1978) reflected many of
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the theories and approaches being discussed at the time. Its message, urging a
reshaping of the curriculum into practical, action-based experience, was to be further
developed and moulded over the next decade. Up until 1980 the musical diet for
most school pupils consisted of class-singing, sol-fa deciphering and music apprecia-
tion in classes of forty pupils. The standard resources of the music classroom were the
piano, the Curwen modulator, numerous sets of song and sight-reading books and a
record player. Classes were usually single gender to enable class singing to take place.
More enlightened teachers would have some percussion instruments or recorders and
the appearance of guitars in the 1970s heralded new directions for a minority. The
new order promised to broaden the experience and meet the needs of all pupils. One
of the aims of Music in Scottish Schools was to ensure that, 'children have the
opportunity to create, perform and respond positively to music' (Scottish Education
Department, 1978: 2) and that pupils would be encouraged 'throughout the whole
range of ability, to realise their musical potential' (p. 3). However, when the report
was published not all Scottish teachers were in complete accord with its sentiments,
nor with the bulk of the ideas contained therein.
Music in Scottish Schools landed as a bombshell on some desks, provoking outrage
in some quarters, euphoria in others, and occasional disappointment that it did
not go far enough. Nowhere was there indifference: the document was too wide-
ranging and challenging to be ignored. (Sloggie and Ross, 1985: 270)
What was being asked of teachers?
The focus of change was directed in the first instance to school-leaver age with
teaching approaches, assessment procedures and attendant reporting measures all
radically reformed. The challenges were clear. Music teachers were being asked to
provide teaching and learning experiences for every pupil, irrespective of ability, in
performing on two instruments, critical and conceptual listening, and in composing
and improvising, these last two being areas in which they had not been trained.
Critically, teachers were being asked to undertake radical changes to the education
system from which they themselves had graduated. Traditionally teaching in schools
and training at Higher Education level in music in the UK did not encourage students
in the art of creation, concentrating on performing or recreative skills, historical study
and musical analysis. Consequently, 'Opportunities to invent and develop musical
ideas are rarely given, except within very narrow stylistic limits' (Paynter, 1982).
So, Scottish music education was moving from an elitist to an egalitarian approach,
but there were still many inhibitions to successful implementation. Philosophically
and pedagogically the approaches being promoted and expounded were on solid
ground. The inventing innovations were, however, a major stumbling block for most
teachers in Scotland although the concept of children creating music had been
discussed, aired, researched and written about for many years. The inclusion of the
creative element in music was then and still is crucial to the holistic development of
the young musician in Scotland and reflected similar trends in other parts of the
world. It was strongly recommended by Munn that the place of creative activities in
the curriculum should be firmly established for all pupils in S3 and S4 (Scottish
Education Department, 1977a). Many teachers saw the recommendations contained
in Music in Scottish Schools (Scottish Education Department, 1978), as threatening
their cosy, tried and tested approach to classroom music. Witkin (1974) observed that
few music lessons involved children in actually creating music and those teachers who
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encouraged such activities were deemed to be 'experimental' and verging on the avant
garde. The fact that most music teachers were trained as performers and not as
composers was fairly inarguable.
There is among music teachers a fear and distrust of experiment, of musical
invention, of anything that threatens the disciplined service to the musical
masters that their training has developed in them. (Witkin, 1974: 120)
While producing good performers is a key aim of any music education system, this
approach was not meeting the aspirations of young people who did not want to follow
in the footsteps of their teachers. In fact, the faint echo of children's feet could be
heard heading in the opposite direction. Clearly change was necessary both to meet
the needs and aspirations of pupils and to secure music's place in the curriculum
given that in 1985 there were only 2,582 candidates in 'O' Grade Music and 1,083 in
Higher Grade Music (Scottish Examination Board, 1985). After much discussion and
deliberation, what was enshrined as Standard Grade Music (Scottish Examination
Board, 1988) clearly reflected the aspirations of Music in Scottish Schools in that it
would afford children the 'opportunity to create, perform and respond to music'
(Scottish Education Department, 1978: 2). The four assessable elements of music in
the Standard Grade - Solo Performance, Group Performance, Listening and
Inventing - were given equal status in the new syllabus and were available to all pupils
who would be 'encouraged throughout the whole range of ability, to realise their
musical potential' (Scottish Education Department, 1978: 3).
The new order: what happened?
Scottish Examination Board statistics since 1991 suggest that Performing, Inventing
and Listening activities appear to be far more appropriate to the musical needs and
aspirations of a growing proportion of Scotland's secondary school population. These
figures indicate that in Scotland there has been a marked swing in the uptake of a
music curriculum which allows each student to develop their own musical potential
through first-hand or personal knowledge and practical involvement. Table 1 shows
the upward trend since the introduction of the new Standard Grade syllabus (Scottish
Examination Board, 1994, 1996).
Figures for 1996 show that of a total of 8,456 candidates presented, 56 per cent
achieved a composite grade of either 1 or 2, resulting in an award at Credit level, an
increase often percentage points for awards at Credit level since 1991. The tendency
towards higher attainment levels reflects well on the efforts of education authorities,
curriculum planners and teachers in their commitment to supporting, designing and
implementing the new syllabus.
However, examination of the distribution of grades across the four elements (see
Table 2) reveals a somewhat less encouraging trend (Scottish Examination Board,
1994, 1996). Pupil attainment in Performing, which has traditionally been taught and
learned well, continues to be at a very high level, with awards at Credit level in Solo
Performance and Group Performance now reaching 63 per cent and 60 per cent
respectively. Attainment in Listening has been improving steadily since it was first
introduced. The percentage of pupils achieving grades 1 or 2 for the Inventing
element are the lowest, starting from 36 per cent in 1991 and rising slowly to a peak of
43 per cent in 1995 and 1996. So, achievement at Credit level standard for Inventing
is a cause for some concern and clearly the skills of Composing, Improvising and
Arranging are causing some difficulty. Is it that these skills are difficult for teachers to
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Table 1: Scottish Certificate of Education: Standard Grade Music
Overall presentations and percentage of candidates achieving passes at grades 1 and 2 (Credit
level), grades 3 and 4 (General level) and grades 5 and 6 (Foundation level)
Total presentations
Credit
General
Foundation
1991
4908
46
40
14
1992
6492
47
32
9
1993
7063
49
33
9
1994
6842
54
30
7
1995
8096
56
29
8
1996
8456
56
30
6
Table 2: Scottish Certificate of Education: Standard Grade Music
percentage of candidates achieving grades 1 and 2 in each element
Solo Performance
Group Performance
listening
Inventing
1991
53
45
45
36
1992
55
50
44
36
1993
57
50
45
38
1994
60
56
40
42
1995
62
57
51
43
1996
63
60
50
43
teach, difficult for pupils to acquire, or a combination of both? Whatever the reasons,
clearly this area needs further investigation at a time when music education in
Scotland is on the verge of another major overhaul.
Lack of confidence and belief that they can deliver this element of music to their
pupils are evident in conversations with music teachers. We do know that there is a
prevalent feeling among students and teachers that they do not feel adequately trained
in composition and improvisation to be able to teach these skills with any degree of
confidence. There is evidence to suggest that such concerns are not new.
Michael Mark (1978) identified four issues arising from the Manhattanville Music
Curriculum Program of 1965 that had implications for staff development.
(1) Teachers did not know enough about music to work with students creatively.
(2) Teachers found it difficult to consider goals other than skill achievement and
performance.
(3) Many teachers were method oriented and found it difficult to work in a new
framework.
(4) Many teachers had not personally experienced creative accomplishment and
were therefore not secure in an atmosphere of creativity, (p. 110)
These issues have a contemporary resonance with the problems of Inventing in the
classroom in Scotland. The first issue relating to teachers' musical knowledge may not
be so pertinent in Scotland given that the profession is now all graduate, with entrants
coming from the conservatories and universities of the UK. However, if issues 1 and 4
are considered together, the problem of music teachers' experience and accomplish-
ment in the field of musical creativity is clearly worthy of further investigation. This
area of the new curriculum exposes many teachers' lack of training in composing and
improvising, both in their own school days and as undergraduates. The second issue,
namely the difficulties teachers experience in considering goals other than skill
achievement and performance of their students, is perhaps evidenced by anecdotal
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accounts from teachers. For instance, there appears to be a general discomfort with
the prospect of designing activities for pupils which add to their general educational
and musical development rather than accomplish the desired objective of preparing a
folio of inventions which will secure them a good pass at Standard Grade music.
There was a feeling in the mid- to late eighties that the process of composing was
more important than the product. The thought processes and organisational skills
which pupils displayed and developed were considered to be valuable for their own
sake and indeed had been one of the main arguments behind the Music for All
(Consultative Committee on the Curriculum, 1984) approach. Clearly the demands
of the examination system and teachers' attitudes to further development and change
have stifled this forward-thinking approach.
What then can be done to address the problem?
We believe that one of the key strategies for sustained development and improvement
in Inventing is an effective communication network, which allows materials, good
practice and experiences to be shared. In response to the calls of the profession for
something to be done to improve teachers' confidence in Inventing the authors are
developing a three-phased research project which brings together teachers in schools
to share experiences and insights using different communication mediums. The
SCARLATTI project was launched in May 1997. The Strathclyde Consortium for
Action Research in Learning Approaches and Teaching Techniques in Inventing will
provide the means whereby schools can join this network.
For logistical reasons the project contains three phases and to date we have invited
171 schools from fourteen Local Authorities to take part. Eighty-five schools,
representing 49.7 per cent of those invited, have indicated their willingness to be
involved in one or more phases. We have also leafleted every secondary school in
Scotland to advise them of the project.
Phase 1: Identification of good practice
This is the main area of action research that will form the bedrock for the project.
Fifty-four schools have signed up for this part of the project in which teachers will be
working with the researchers during their visits to departments. By prior agreement
and through questionnaire and repeat interview techniques, data on the teachers
backgrounds, qualifications, experiences and accomplishments in the creation of
music through improvising and composing will be collected. Descriptions of the size,
layout and organisation of classrooms, the material and resources as well as levels of
ability of the pupils are all potentially important factors that will need to be
documented at this stage. Approaches and methods will also be discussed and
catalogued. These thick descriptions, created through this partnership in the research,
(the teachers are in fact co-researchers in the process) (Bresler, 1995) will create the
basis of findings which will inform the other phases of the project.
Phase 2: Discussion and evaluation
The Higher Education Institutions in the West of Scotland have formed a consortium
to develop the Clyde Virtual University on the World Wide Web within which there is
a discussion area known as the 'Virtual Cafe'. Thirty schools are participating in this
phase that will provide the forum for our network group called SCARLATTI. This
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open discussion group serves as a communication link for all schools involved in the
project as well as providing a platform for interested individuals to air issues, ideas
and views relating to teaching and learning of Inventing in Scottish schools.
Ultimately, this could become a national communication forum. In addition, e-mail
and fax will be used to exchange and share materials.
Phase 3: The wider educational community
The third phase of the project will allow those not connected to the Internet to
participate in the debates and discussions emanating from Phase 2. Many schools will
want to be kept informed and we will endeavour to update them by sending
information sheets from time to time, which will be hard copies of some HyperNews
discussions. We will also be sending these schools brief questionnaires that will allow
us to assess and feed back their views of the findings gleaned from the other two
phases of the project.
The action research techniques of focusing on teaching, learning and observation of
student and teacher behaviour are key principles of the project (Bresler, 1995;
Adelman & Kemp, 1992; Treacher, 1989). Through collaboration with our partners
in schools and other educators we hope to begin to address the problems outlined in
this paper and create more meaningful and inspirational experiences for teachers and
pupils. Plans are already in place to allow the SCARLATTI project to form a key part
of the national development process stemming from Higher Still implementation
(Higher Still Development Unit, 1996). One potentially interesting adjunct to the
project is the small-scale study being established by the authors, together with a
psychologist colleague from the University of Strathclyde, to explore the promotion of
good thinking in young composers. The findings of this investigation will, it is hoped,
support the case being made for music in the curriculum helping to deliver the so-
called 'Core Skills' that have been identified within the Higher Still framework.
(Higher Still Development Unit, 1996)
James MacMillan, one of Scotland's leading young composers, has for many years
been interested in encouraging and developing young composers in the classroom. As
Visiting Professor to the Faculty of Education, Professor MacMillan is keen to
become involved in the project and has already made contributions by allowing filmed
discussions of his work to be made available via the Phase 2 World Wide Web forum.
The exciting Outreach and In-Service programmes of the National Jazz Institute
based at the Faculty of Education will also articulate with many of the aims of the
project with the workshops provided by leading Jazz performer and educator Bobby
Wishart, playing a vital part in bringing exciting and inspirational music-making
opportunities to pupils and teachers in all parts of Scotland.
Early indications are that those teachers who have opted to become involved realise
the long-term nature of the project and many are excited at the prospect of
establishing and maintaining links with other music educators, both in their own local
areas and in the wider music education community. Interested teachers of music are
encouraged to contribute to the SCARLATTI discussion group at the Clyde Virtual
University that can be found at the following Uniform Resource Locator:
http://cvu.strath.ac.uk/HyperNews/get/scarlatti.html
Feedback from teachers who have visited the site is encouraging and, already, some
interesting comments and contributions have been posted which have clearly been
designed to promote healthy debate and further discussion.
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We envisage that this project will be a three- or four-year task which will enable
music educators to assert with confidence that creative music-making in the classroom
is perhaps at least aspiring to be a source of deep imaginative satisfaction for pupils
and teachers.
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Editors' note
Charles Byne and Mark Sheridan have been invited to submit a further article at an
appropriate time, to keep readers abreast of developments in the SCARLATTI
project.
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